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THE SAIGA ANTELOPE 

by Ken Kennedy, Vice President, AAZK 

The saiga antelope is a most peculiar animal. A person who has never 
seen the saiga before would not have a clue as to what it is and could not 
place, in his mind, any connection with other animals that he already knows. 

The saiga’s appearance, in one sense, may be grotesque but on the other 
hand can appear pleasantly different. 

The saiga antelope was relatively common over most of the semi-desert 
area east of the Caspian Sea, but extensive hunting drastically reduced its 
numbers. Due to careful protection, enforced in 1919 by the Russian 
government, the saiga has been saved from extinction and its population 
now is increasing. 

The most distinquishing characteristic of the saiga is its peculiar 
bloated nose. This nasal expansion ends in a down-turned muzzle. The rather 
peculiar nose may have the function of acting as a filter system as 
protection in desert conditions. Another theory about the function of the 
saiga’s nose is it could also act as a medium for warming air on inhalation 
in the high mountainous terrain of its natural habitat. Even with theories 
based on logical reasoning there is much doubt as to the full function of 
this nose. There are two other species of hoofed beasts, the gazelle, that 
come from the same high altitudes as the saiga. Both gazelles do not have 
this odd bloated nose and still survive the severe climate. 

To further emphasize the peculiarities of the saiga the comparatively 
short, thin legs seem out of proportion with the rather thick body and 
large head. 

Its coat in' summer is short and light amber in color with white under 
parts. In the winter the coat is uniformly white and much longer. The 
(Continued) 




THE SAIGA ANTELOPE (Cont’d) 


male possesses a pair of curved, amber-colored horns from 12 to 14 inches 
in length. As the male grows older the tips of the horns become black. 

The older the animal the more the appearance of black. This color starts 
at the tip and descends to the base of the horn. 

Scent glands can be seen beneath the eyes and on the inside of each 
wrist. 

The saiga lives on salt-loving plants which grow in its natural habitat 
between the Don and Volga rivers. 

In its natural state the saiga lives in small herds of about 12, led by 
an old male. These small herds congegate in the fall to form larger herds 
and migrate south, ahead of the snows. 

The breeding season is usually in December. There seems to be a bit of 
variation in the times of mating according to geographical location. In 
zoos mating can be determined easier because of constant observation. 
Gestation has been established to be an average of 145 to 150 days. A 
single birth is frequent but twins are not uncommon. Occasionally triplets 
are born. In the wild state, because of the constant movement of each herd, 
the lambs are able to run with the mothers after one week and are fully 
weaned after four weeks. 

With the exception of a fly maggot which lives in the hair the saiga has 
no natural enemies. However, the swiftness of the animal indicates at one 
time it might have been preyed upon by some predator such as tie cheetah. 

The chiru or Tibetan antelope, Panthalops hodgsoni .is the only close 
relative of the saiga. 
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SPECIAL OFFER TO ALL AAZK MEMBERS!! 

Recieve a free copy of IN TERNATIQNAL ZOO NEWS as a special 
introduction to AAZK members only!! 

Subscriptions to INTERNATIONA!, ZOO NEWS published by Zoo-Centrum, 
Holland can be obtained at 50 % savings! 

All subscriptions must be ordered through AAZK Headquarters. Cannot 
be obtained if you order direct. 

This special rate of $7.75 per year is available to AAZK members only! 
Place your order now...for a free copy of INTERNATIONAL ZOO NEWS . 

Write stating name and address to: AAZK Headquarters 

8024 Tommy Drive 
San Diego, Ca 92119 

For subscription rate send check or money order to AAZK Headquarters. 
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